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Risky path. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan addresses a labour union meeting in 
Ankara, Turkey, on December 3rd.

Istanbul

A 

row between Syria’s 
neighbours Turkey and 
Iraq, coming in the mid-
dle of a major diplomatic 
crisis between Ankara 

and Moscow, puts a spotlight on the 
escalating power struggle of region-
al players.

Baghdad strongly protested the 
deployment of Turkish tanks and 
hundreds of troops to a training 
camp near the northern Iraqi city 
of Mosul, held by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) militia. While insisting its ac-
tions were legal and constituted 
a routine troop rotation, Turkey 
pledged to halt deployment to the 
Bashiqa camp following a threat by 
Baghdad to take the issue to the UN 
Security Council.

The dispute comes as Turkey and 
Iran compete for regional influence. 
Predominantly Sunni Turkey and 
Sunni Gulf states are calling for an 
end to the rule of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, a member of the Ala-
wite sect linked to Shia Islam, while 
Russia and Shia power Iran are 
strong supporters of Assad.

“This is only the beginning,” 
Turkish political analyst Veysel 
Ayhan told The Arab Weekly. He said 
opposing camps in the region were 
getting into position as the future 
of ISIS-controlled parts of Syria and 
Iraq was on the line. “The central 
question is who will govern Sunni 
Arab regions like Mosul [in Iraq] and 
Raqqa [in Syria],” said Ayhan, an 

analyst at the International Middle 
East Peace Research Center and the 
Middle East Peace and Democracy 
House.

Sectarian tensions between Sun-
nis and Shias play an important role 
in both Iraq and Syria. In Mosul, 
for example, “it is not acceptable 
for Sunnis to have the city taken 
by Shia forces,” Ayhan said. This is 
why Sunni groups asked Turkey to 
provide training ahead of a much-
anticipated push by Iraqi forces to 
drive ISIS out of the city, he said. 
“The conflict will get bigger,” with a 
risk of countries of the region being 
drawn into a head-to-head confron-
tation, Ayhan said.

Ankara said the protests from 
Baghdad show the influence of Iran 
over the Iraqi leadership. Asked if 
Iran was behind the criticism from 
Baghdad, Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu told the Kanal 24 
news channel on December 7th: “It 
is clear who is exerting the pressure 
here.” Cavusoglu criticised Iran’s ap-
proach to the Syrian conflict. “We do 
not support their sectarian policies,” 
he said.

Cavusoglu insisted Turkey sent 
military advisers to northern Iraq in 
response to invitations of regional 
authorities and the central govern-
ment. Atheel al-Nujaifi, the former 
governor of Mosul, also said Iraqi 
politicians knew about the Turkish 
deployment. “If Iraq’s leaders can’t 
face the Iranian influence — and 
act as if they don’t know about it — 
that’s something else,” Nujaifi said, 
according to the state-run Turkish 
news agency Anadolu.

Turkish troops have been train-
ing about 2,500 Peshmerga fighters 
of the Kurdish Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) in northern Iraq as well 
as members of the predominantly 
Sunni Arab militia Hashti Vatani. 
The Hashti Vatani fighters are ex-
pected to take part in the offensive 
against ISIS in Mosul. Groups of Syr-

ian Turkmen, an ethnic group with 
ties to Turkey and another Sunni 
ally of Ankara in Syria, are also to 
be trained in Bashiqa, according to 
news reports.

Following the Turkish-Russian 
row over the downing of a Rus-
sian warplane by the Turkish Air 
Force near the north-western Syr-
ian border on November 24th, An-
kara decided to boost the number 
of soldiers and troops to protect its 
military advisers in Bashiqa, 30 km 
north-east of Mosul.

Approximately 150 soldiers, 
backed by heavy weapons and tanks, 
arrived at the camp on December 
4th, triggering the Iraqi protests. 
The Turkish ambassador to Baghdad 
was summoned by the Iraqi Foreign 
Ministry. US officials said they were 
aware of the Turkish troop deploy-
ment and said the action was sepa-
rate from the international anti-ISIS 
coalition, news reports said.

Iran accused Turkey of adding to 
tensions in the region. Deputy For-
eign Minister for Arab and African 
Affairs Hossein Amir-Abdollahian 
said Turkey’s moves “will increase 
chaos and insecurity in the region”, 
according to the Iranian Fars news 
agency.

Iran also supported Russian ac-
cusations that Turkey was profiting 
from illicit oil exports by ISIS. “Ira-
nian advisers in Syria have taken 
photos and videos of all the routes 
[used by] Daesh oil trucks [to move] 
to Turkey and these documents can 
be presented and published,” Iran’s 
Press TV quoted Mohsen Rezaei, 
the secretary of Iran’s Expediency 
Council, an advisory body to Iran’s 

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, as 
saying. Turkey has rejected the alle-
gations. Daesh is an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS.

The Turkish troop presence in 
Bashiqa is also a message to the 
Syrian-Kurdish militia People’s De-
fence Units (YPG) operating nearby. 
The YPG is an offshoot of  Turkish-
Kurdish rebel group the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), which has its 
headquarters in northern Iraq and 
has been fighting Ankara on-and-off 
since 1984. There have been ten-
sions between the PKK and the KRG 
government, as the KRG is uneasy 
about the PKK’s presence in north-
ern Iraq and the growing strength 
of the YPG in neighbouring north-
eastern Syria. KRG President Ma-
soud Barzani was expected to visit 
Ankara this week.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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A Turkish army truck loaded with a self-propelled gun heading to the Syrian border near Yayladagi, 
Turkey, in November.

Erdogan’s greatest mistakes

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin are 
remarkably similar: 
Their achievements 

for their countries are almost 
identical. Their temperaments 
are remarkably similar. They have 
presided over a golden age in 
bilateral relations that lasted for 
12 years. Yet now they are on a 
collision course that could have 
catastrophic consequences for 
the entire region.

Putin became prime minister of 
Russia for the first time in Sep-
tember 1999 and president at the 
beginning of 2000. He has run his 
country in one or other of those 
positions since. Erdogan was 
prime minister of Turkey from 
2003 to 2014 and has been presi-
dent since.

Both men have proved to be 
strong authoritarian leaders who 
restored order and a level of pros-
perity to their countries that was 
previously unknown.

For 15 years Putin presided over 
the highest sustained standard of 

living of ordinary Russians in 

their nation’s history.
Under Erdogan, Turkey expand-

ed its construction contracts and 
agricultural and industrial exports 
throughout Asia and the Middle 
East. Russian-Turkish bilateral 
trade boomed.

Both leaders even had parallel 
concerns over potentially hostile 
internal minorities — the resurgent 
Kurds in Turkey and the Chechens 
in Russia.

However, by a single rash move, 
Erdogan has squandered all the 
accumulated goodwill and benefits 
of those years. He refused to apolo-
gise or make other amends for the 
shooting down of a Russian Sukhoi 
Su-24 that allegedly briefly strayed 
into Turkish air space on Novem-
ber 24th.

Russia responded by slam-
ming trade sanctions on Ankara, 
depriving Turkey of a major export 
market for its fruit and vegetables. 
The Kremlin also made clear that 3 
million Russian tourists a year will 
no longer be allowed to flock to 
Turkish resorts. These moves will 
certainly hurt Turkey.

Even more ominously, on De-
cember 3rd, Putin in his nation-
ally broadcast annual state of the 
nation address to the Russian 
parliament pledged more serious 
retaliation. “We’ll remind them 
again what they did. They will 
regret it,” he said.

When the president of Russia 
uses that kind of language in his 
most public and important forum 
of the year, he clearly means it. For 
Putin, protecting Russia’s tradi-

tional friends and punishing its 
enemies is a debt of honour.

Erdogan still does not seem to 
realise the dangerous forces he has 
unleashed. Under Putin, Russia has 
consistently exercised restraint on 
Iran. It refused to sell the Iranians 
Moscow’s most advanced anti-
aircraft missiles, the S-400, and it 
refused to sell all the advanced nu-
clear technology Iran long craved. 
Russia also played a constructive 

and cooperative role with the 
Western powers in negotiating the 
P5+1 nuclear agreement.

But even before the shooting 
down of the Sukhoi 24, that re-
straint was badly fraying. Moscow 
had repeatedly warned the United 
States it would respond to in-
creased US aid to Ukraine by aban-
doning its old policy of restraint in 
dealing with Iran.

Now things are likely to get far, 
far worse, very, very fast. Russia 
has accused Turkey of sanctions-
busting by helping the Islamic 
State (ISIS) smuggle out its oil 
exports. Russia can certainly be 
expected to encourage Kurdish 
groups to challenge the Ankara 
government but that is the least 
of it.

How far will Russia actively 
encourage Iran to go menacing 
Turkey and protecting Kurdish 
movements in Turkey? A rapid 
deterioration of security on the 
Turkey-Iran border can be expect-
ed. One does not need a crystal ball 
to work that out.

Turkey is about to discover that 
the cost of shooting down that 
Sukhoi 24 and failing to ensure the 
life of one of its crew is going to 
be infinitely greater than Erdogan 
ever imagined.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University in 
Moscow and the author most 
recently of Gathering Storm: The 
Seventh Era of American History 
and the Coming Crisis that will Lead 
to It. (Amazon-Kindle, 2015).
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